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SCHOOLING AND THE SETTLEMENT OF REFUGEE YOUNG PEOPLE IN QUEENSLAND: ‘… 
THE CHALLENGES ARE MASSIVE’. 
 
Sandra Taylor 
 
 
Abstract 
 
This article reports on two phases of a larger research project on refugee education in 
Queensland. The first phase of the project investigated policy and provision relating to refugee 
education. The second phase of the research focused on how the complex educational needs of 
refugee young people were being addressed in state high schools in Brisbane. The paper draws 
on interviews conducted with teachers and community workers working in schools with 
significant numbers of refugee young people. Problems with current policies and provision in 
refugee education experienced by teachers and community workers are outlined. Drawing on 
insights from recent UK research, the article suggests ways in which systems and schools could 
provide more effective support for refugee students in mainstream schools. It is argued that 
schools could play a crucial role in supporting transitions to belonging and citizenship for 
refugee young people, but that this will require more support from governments and systems in 
the form of appropriate policies and strategies, and the provision of adequate resources. 
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Schooling and the settlement of refugee young people in Queensland: ‘… the 
challenges are massive’.  
 
Introduction 
 
In the last decade or so there has been a dramatic rise in the numbers of refugees and 
humanitarian entrants arriving in Australia from various countries in Africa. Refugees from 
this region have been described as having welfare and educational needs never before 
encountered in previous humanitarian flows to Australia. A discussion paper produced in late 
2006 by an interdepartmental government committee on measures to improve settlement 
outcomes observed:  
 
The African caseload generally has greater settlement needs than people from 
previous source regions, reflecting their experiences and circumstances prior to 
arriving in Australia. Some of these pre-migration experiences include higher levels 
of poverty, larger families, lower levels of education and English proficiency, lower 
levels of literacy in their own languages, higher incidence of health issues, longer 
periods spent in refugee camps, little experience of urban environments, and higher 
rates of torture and trauma (DIMA 2006, 7). 
 
That new initiatives would be required of systems to enable them to respond to these greater 
settlement needs has also been noted:  
 
Education providers recognise there are unique challenges in providing the African 
refugee population with the skills they require to function successfully, and to their 
capacity, in Australian society. These challenges will require new responses from 
governments, as it becomes clear that the needs of this refugee cohort are quite 
different from previous immigration waves in Australia (Australian Council of 
TESOL Associations 2006, 7). 
 
This situation has posed new challenges ‘on the ground’ for education systems and teachers, 
and there is evidence that teachers often feel ill equipped and under resourced to meet the 
complex needs of the increased numbers of new arrivals (Cassity and Gow 2005; Miller et al. 
2005; VFST 2007). Research on the experiences of newly arrived African young people in 
three schools in western Sydney found that, despite a few ‘success stories’, in general ‘the 
schooling system was not working well for many recently arrived African young people’ 
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(Cassity and Gow 2005, 13). Cassity and Gow raised some important issues about the role of 
schooling in the settlement of refugee young people, and argued for ‘integrated approaches to 
settlement which focus not only on transition to schools, but also consider the longer term 
participation of refugee young people in their new society’ (2005, 13). They further highlighted 
the crucial role that schools could play in facilitating ‘the transition from refugees to 
participating citizens’ (2005, 13).  
 
This article reports on two phases of a larger research project which investigated refugee 
education in Queensland. The first phase of the project investigated policy and provision 
relating to refugee education in Australia. The second phase of the research focused on how the 
complex educational needs of refugee young people were being addressed in state high schools 
in Brisbane. 
 
The next section of the article reports on the first phase of the research and provides a brief 
overview of current policy and provision in the area of refugee education in Australia. In the 
second section of the article attention turns to what is happening ‘on the ground’ in schools in 
Brisbane with significant numbers of refugee students. The third section discusses recent UK 
research which has identified successful system and school approaches with refugee students, 
and which, it is suggested, provide some useful insights relevant to the Australian context. The 
final section of the paper discusses possibilities for change which might assist systems and 
schools to more effectively support refugees in their transition to citizenship as advocated by 
Cassity and Gow (2005). 
 
Relevant policy and provision in Australia  
 
Three trends in the broader social context have intensified the recent difficulties in resettlement 
of refugees in Australia mentioned in the introduction. There has been a general climate of fear 
in relation to asylum seekers and refugees in Australia (Gale 2004; Poynting and Mason 2007), 
together with a number of challenges to multiculturalism (Jayasuriya 2007).   The move away 
from multiculturalism was reflected in the name change from Department of Immigration and 
Multicultural Affairs (DIMA) to Department of Immigration and Citizenship (DIAC) which 
was made by the Howard government early in 2007, and which has remained unchanged under 
the new Rudd Labor government.  In addition, education policies have been influenced by 
neoliberal global policy trends, resulting in reduced education funding, reduced commitment to 
humanitarian aid and resettlement of refugees, and a general marginalisation of concerns about 
equity and social justice in education.  
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In general, settlement policies aim to integrate refugees into mainstream society as soon as 
possible, and the interdepartmental government committee  on Humanitarian Settlement stated 
that: … the most critical factors in successful settlement are learning English, getting a job, 
committing to Australian values and participating in mainstream activities. (DIMA 2006, 3)  
 
In order to review policies relating to refugee education in Australia, data was collected in 2005 
from publicly available web based material from Commonwealth and state/ territory 
government web sites relating to refugee education. Websites were searched under ‘refugee 
education’ – and allied key words such as ‘multicultural’, ‘migrant’ and ‘ESL’ (English as a 
Second Language). In addition to relevant policies and guidelines, we were interested in how 
issues concerning refugee students were ‘framed’, the language used, and where they were 
located within government departments.  
 
The website data: where were the refugees? 
We found that refugee students were rarely targeted specifically on the government web sites. 
They were either ‘invisible’ or conflated with other categories (such as ESL or migrant students, 
multiculturalism, ‘students at risk’). They were most often located with ESL students, and 
rarely situated within an equity/social justice framework. In the website materials there was an 
emphasis on policy statements, guidelines, and legislation – rather than on resources and 
professional development materials - and there was an emphasis on visa categories and who 
was eligible for support. This was particularly the case in relation to funding for the ESL New 
Arrival Program (administered by the Department of Education, Science and Training) where 
the relevant web site displayed lists of over 100 different visa categories (DEST 2006).  
 
Programs and funding to support the education of refugee students came from multiple and 
fragmented sources: from the Commonwealth, state and also some local government sources. 
Commonwealth and state governments were using partnerships with community 
organisations to address the issues. For example, in Queensland, partnerships between 
schools and community organisations developed to assist schools with significant numbers of 
refugee students as part of the Education and Training Reforms for the Future (ETRF) 
(Department of Premier and Cabinet, 2002) program. DIMA’s Settlement Branch also 
introduced partnerships in the area of settlement services, with a tendering process in which 
community organisations involved in refugee support were required to compete for funds. 
They were also encouraged to form consortia so that DIMA could deal with larger providers. 
 
In the absence of specific policies or strategies in most Australian states, it appears that the 
education of refugee youth in Australia is being ‘left to chance’ (Sidhu and Taylor 2007). The 
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needs of refugee students, who often have no previous school experience, are not the same as 
those of other ESL students, such as migrant students and international students, with whom 
they were being located by government departments. The shift away from equity and social 
justice as a priority in education in Australia, together with the lack of a specific policy focus 
on refugee education, are likely contributors to this situation.  
 
A similar situation has been documented in relation to policy and provision for refugee young 
people in the UK (Arnot and Pinson 2005). A survey of Local Education Authority (LEA) and 
school policies and practices found that the needs of asylum seeker and refugee children, and 
strategies to address those needs, were mainly located within existing educational frameworks 
(eg language, or ‘at risk’ policies), rather than being addressed through specific policies (Arnot 
and Pinson 2005). This study also found that most attention was given to ESL issues, together 
with emotional problems, at the expense of other learning needs. The survey also found that 
few LEAs saw a race equality framework as necessary to support the education of refugee 
children. Consistent with Australian reports and research, these researchers highlighted the 
complexity of the needs of asylum seeker and refugee children. In attempting to clarify the 
nature of this complexity, Arnot and Pinson (2005) identify their needs as being in three main 
areas:  learning, social and emotional. This seems to be a useful basis for discussing the role of 
schools in the broader settlement process and the importance of recognising the multiple needs 
of refugee young people, and the support which needs to be provided to meet those needs. 
 
What is currently happening ‘on the ground’ in schools? 
 
In 2006, a series of in-depth interviews exploring the school-community partnerships 
supporting refugee young people in schools were conducted. Eleven community sector 
workers from four key community organisations involved in working with refugees in 
schools were interviewed, together with seven policy officers in State and Commonwealth 
government departments involved in funding and managing the school-community 
partnerships. The focus of the interviews was on their work with refugee students in schools 
(either directly or indirectly), and on any relevant programs and initiatives with which they 
were involved. We were particularly interested in how the partnerships were ‘playing out’ on 
the ground.  
 
We also conducted a series of in-depth interviews with ESL teachers, principals/ deputy 
principals, guidance officers and liaison workers in four state high schools identified as 
having significant numbers of refugee students. (On arrival, refugee young people attend an 
intensive ESL Centre for a period of 6-12 months. After this period they transfer to a 
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‘mainstream’ high school.) Our focus was on school policies and programs concerning 
refugee students, rather than on pedagogical and classroom issues. Fourteen in-depth 
interviews were conducted in these four schools. The focus was on how schools were 
supporting refugee young people, any relevant programs that had been initiated at the school 
level, and what were the issues schools were facing in supporting refugee students. Both 
series of interviews were semi-structured, approximately one hour in duration, and were 
audio recorded and later transcribed. In some organisations and schools, at their suggestion, 
two or more people were interviewed together. Fictitious names have been used in the 
following extracts. 
 
The interviews:’ the challenges are massive …’ 
In general, resources were inadequate to meet the complex needs of the growing numbers of 
refugee students in the schools (in terms of teachers, support staff and professional 
development). This was reflected in both sets of interviews: 
 
 We have had incredible demand for us to be present in schools. We started off at 
Bunyip School. Then we moved into the major high schools that receive from Bunyip, 
and the primary schools which are located in the suburbs where the new arrivals settle. 
We have not been able to keep up with that demand (Coordinator, Community 
Organisation B). 
 
The interview data provided examples of the many ways that community organisations were 
working in schools to support refugee students. At the time of the interviews, most of their 
work was with students from the African region, mainly from Sudan. Community 
organisations were involved in after-school homework, English and recreational programs. 
Community workers were also involved in one to one case management work with individual 
young people, for example, concerning transport problems, financial assistance for textbooks, 
mental health problems or childcare for teenage mothers.  Often, their work was related to 
settlement issues rather than directly with educational issues. 
 
The community sector interviews revealed that the new competitive funding model for 
settlement services introduced by DIMA was problematic for the community organisations 
working in schools. Previously successful partnerships were being undermined in the 
competitive environment, and the community sector workers commented on the time involved 
in participating in the tendering process. They also commented that the increased complexity of 
tendering seemed to be giving larger organisations competitive advantage. These organisations 
did not have the necessary experience or expertise in refugee support, but their corporate 
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management strategies were attractive to DIMA in the climate of concern about risk 
management and accountabilities. In addition, we were told that they were able to employ 
specialist staff to work on writing submissions.   
 
The school interviews revealed that ESL teachers were ‘bearing the brunt’ of the insufficient 
funding in supporting the growing numbers of refugee students. The following extract 
highlights the difficulties ESL teachers were having in providing holistic support for refugee 
students’ needs: needs which were beyond their normal role of English language support, and 
which they felt ill equipped to provide.  
 
Because [of the large numbers of] refugees, it is having a major impact on the ESL 
unit - an overwhelming impact, I might say, in terms of how to support these young 
people. Because, as an ESL unit, our designated role is to help young people to 
acquire language and to become proficient in it. The role has never been to provide 
them with education that they have missed from Grades 1 to 10. …Usually one will 
expect that conceptually these young people will be proficient with that – and that is 
not part of our role. Likewise, ESL teachers are not teachers of reading. … That is 
not part of our pedagogical skills because an ESL teacher in a secondary context is 
not expected to know that. So, the challenges are massive. And how to deal with 
those, and how to support each young person with their language development, plus 
their conceptual, educational development, plus their literacy development.... I don’t 
ever like to use the word impossible – but it is so, so challenging (ESL teacher, 
School C). 
 
School staff also reported that more ESL teachers and support staff were needed - both for the 
ESL units and also to provide support for mainstream teachers. Teachers felt that they needed 
more professional development, and often the ESL teachers themselves and/or the community 
organisations were filling this need. As well as these problems and challenges faced by the 
teachers, there was a tendency for teachers to emphasise the problems faced by the refugee 
students themselves in the interviews. 
 
However, in some schools teachers mentioned refugee students’ strengths – in particular their 
motivation and resilience – as well as their problems: 
 
The thing with working with refugee youth is that they are resilient and strong, 
survivors. They have a lot of strategies, and strengths … 
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They come to school every day, sometimes they have a long journey. They don’t give 
up – they never give up. They will be here till year 12. We have very few students 
who give up and leave school. They work really hard. They value education very 
much (ESL teacher, School A). 
 
These schools were attempting to provide a holistic and inclusive approach. They spoke of 
the importance of their work with parents and families to improve home-school 
communication, and the social programs provided by the school aimed to meet the range of 
needs (learning, social and emotional), as identified by Arnot and Pinson (2005): 
 
            Obviously there are social issues. I mean being a refugee means by definition they're 
at risk. There are health issues and there are cultural issues. …We're fortunate at this 
school that we have got a lot of support systems, which we built up over years that 
deal with those particular issues, almost all of them individually. We have a support 
team of about ten – a student support team. You can see there are various agencies 
that come into the school on a regular basis. One of my roles is to coordinate that and 
we meet three-weekly as a team (Guidance Officer, School C). 
 
One school with previous experience with students from diverse backgrounds aimed to 
integrate students into mainstream classes as soon as possible, with support from the ESL unit.  
 
For every child that comes to the school, I create a timetable so that they can slot 
straight away into the mainstream.    And they are anxious to get into the mainstream, 
but it is extremely challenging for them. It takes them longer to do their work. 
Because they use dictionaries all the time to look things up and they are needy in the 
classroom and they are trying to use the teacher as much as they can. When you 
consider that a lot of content is dealt with by language. They have to take in that 
language and understand that language. Their conversational language is usually at a 
higher level than their written language (Deputy Principal, School A). 
 
This school’s approach is inclusive, in contrast to an attitude of ‘othering’ and 
marginalisation which is often experienced by ethnic minority students. This deputy principal 
spoke about how the school had made changes to respond to the increasing diversity of the 
school community: 
 
 9
I think at the root of everything if I look at my teaching staff here in school – given 
the high needs of the children – and yes, its been hard going from the years of an 
academic school to have the diverse curriculum we have now and the diverse 
population and the diverse needs but I take my hat to all of them. They work so hard 
and they work really well together.  
 
The general teacher here does not work in isolation in the classroom. My teachers 
would not know what to do being in isolation.  In grade 8 & 9, we have teams of 
teachers who work together. So, they plan together, communicate together, they have 
common ways of approaching individual issues … We know that we have support 
services in the school and we use them as best we can (Deputy Principal, School A). 
 
However, this school had experienced problems in implementing this approach because of the 
high level of needs in the ESL unit. This impacted on the time available for ESL teachers and 
support staff to work with mainstream classes.  
 
Other teachers raised the effects of the large proportion of refugee students on OP outcomes 
in the educational market context. This was a particular issue for schools which previously 
had an academic reputation: 
 
They come because the train station is that close, they travel to come here. So it’s 
posing quite a challenge actually because we’re becoming almost specialist in a field 
and we’re trying to balance mainstream – because this is essentially a white middle 
class richy area, but that doesn’t reflect our clientele.  
So we’re still trying to counter the fact that a lot of the parents do not see us as a 
viable proposition because of the large ESL numbers. But we’re countering that. We 
had two OP 1s last year … (Principal, School D). 
 
A community sector worker commented on the importance of adopting an inclusive approach 
with refugee students: 
 
There is a perception that the African case load has had a huge impact on all services. 
It’s true to some degree. It’s also about our capacity to be flexible and responsible 
with this case load. … It’s really about how we make this a normal process of 
understanding diversity and understanding complexity, instead of just singling out 
refugee kids. The resources are not there at the moment to make that happen 
(Coordinator, Community Organisation B). 
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This interviewee highlighted the importance of an inclusive approach - where schools are 
supportive of all students, and teachers respond positively to the needs of diverse student 
communities (Department of Education and the Arts 2005). However, she also mentioned 
that inadequate resources limited the implementation of an inclusive approach. 
 
Clearly, the teachers we interviewed were struggling to cope with the increased numbers and 
demands of refugee students. Insufficient resources were mentioned as a major problem, which 
resulted in shortages in ESL and general teaching staff, and there was a lack of much needed 
professional development in relation to the needs of refugees. Most attention was given to 
language support, with less attention being given to other learning needs, and to social and 
emotional needs.  Given that the ESL teachers were ‘bearing the brunt’ of the increased 
numbers of refugee students, it is not surprising that there was an emphasis on language 
support. Community sector workers provided support for the social and emotional needs of the 
refugees. These problems ‘on the ground’ in Brisbane schools were in part a result of the 
inadequacies in policy and provision documented earlier: inadequacies which led to the 
comment that the education of refugee students was being ‘left to chance’. How then, could 
systems and schools improve their support for refugee students?  
 
Successful system and school approaches 
 
Some recent publications from the UK (DfES 2004; Rutter 2001; Reakes and Powell 2004) 
provide some useful insights about how support for refugee young people in schools could be 
improved. The UK survey of Local Education Authority and school policies and practices in 
the education of asylum seeker and refugee children referred to earlier (Arnot and Pinson 2005) 
is particularly useful. Arnot and Pinson (2005) identified the different approaches to policy and 
provision in refugee education being taken by LEAs and schools, and further explored the 
values underlying these models. As mentioned earlier, they identified a holistic model as one 
which recognises the complexity of needs of asylum seeker and refugee children (ie their 
learning, social and emotional needs), and provided detailed case studies of three LEAs which 
adopted holistic models as providing examples of ‘good practice’. In these three case studies, 
refugee students were understood as having multiple needs, and a support system was set up to 
meet all aspects of these needs. Further, all three case study LEAs provided a targeted system 
of support for refugee students (see, Arnot and Pinson 2005, part 5). Other strengths of the UK 
good practice case studies were parental involvement, community links, and working with 
other agencies (Arnot and Pinson 2005, 48) 
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In terms of school ethos, the researchers found that the good practice schools had ‘an ethos of 
inclusion and the celebration of diversity’ and ‘a caring ethos and the giving of hope’ (51). 
 Other characteristics identified were having previous experience with culturally diverse 
students, and promoting positive images of asylum seeker and refugee students. Both the Arnot 
and Pinson (2005) study and a Welsh study (Reakes and Powell 2004) found that LEAs and 
schools were generally positive about receiving asylum-seeker children. If schools are to play a 
key role in the refugee settlement process, positive and welcoming attitudes to refugee students 
would appear to be essential. 
 
It is relevant to this discussion that Brisbane Catholic Education has developed a specific 
Strategy for Refugee Students as part of its current ESL Strategic Plan (BCE 2005). This plan 
highlights the need for a strategic approach to the enrolment and support of refugee learners 
and their families in Brisbane Catholic Education schools, and outlines strategies for system 
level support, school level support, family support and support from the local community. For 
example, an ESL New Arrival Officer works with refugee families on arrival and an ESL 
Secondary Cluster Teacher assists refugee students with the transition from primary to high 
school.  
 
Concluding comments 
 
Our research has documented a number of problems in refugee education, both at the policy 
level and also in Brisbane high schools. Refugee education does not appear to have been a 
priority for governments, and there are no specific policies or strategies concerning refugee 
education in Queensland. In addition, there are insufficient resources to cope with the increased 
numbers of students with complex problems, and professional development for schools and 
teachers has also been inadequate. As mentioned earlier, the shift away from equity and social 
justice as a central priority in education in Queensland over recent years is likely to have 
contributed to this situation.  
 
In their 2005 paper on the transition experiences of African young people in Sydney high 
schools, Cassity and Gow (2005, 13) commented: ‘The challenge is to facilitate the transition 
from refugees into participating citizens, and schools have a key role to play’. Unfortunately, 
schools are still unable to play this key role in facilitating transitions to belonging and 
citizenship as well as they might because of inadequate funding and resources. Clearly 
governments have a major responsibility in making the education of refugee young people a 
policy priority, and a recent Victorian report on refugee education (VFST 2007, 5) 
recommended that the Victorian Department of Education ‘develop a coherent refugee 
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education strategy that draws together responses to meet the learning, welfare and family 
support needs of refugee students’.  
 
However, the examples of good practice LEAs and schools in the UK (Arnot and Pinson 2005) 
discussed in the previous section, suggests ways in which schools could provide more effective 
support for refugee students in mainstream schools. It is clear that schools need to take an 
inclusive approach, one informed by social justice principles, in addressing the educational 
needs of refugee students. The Arnot and Pinson (2005) research also showed the importance 
of a targeted policy and whole school approach to refugee education.   
 
However, such school based change requires leadership, and ideally will be facilitated and 
supported by education authorities. For example, a comprehensive guide to good practice in 
supporting the education of asylum seeking and refugee children was published by the 
government for UK schools (DfES 2005). Although the New South Wales government 
produced the booklet Assisting Refugee Students at School (NSW Department of Education and 
Training 2003), some of the most useful material for teachers and schools has been published 
by community organisations. For example, in Queensland a number of very useful publications 
for schools have been published by QPASTT (2001, 2007); while in Victoria Schools in for 
Refugees was published by the Victorian Foundation for the Survivors of Torture (2007). 
 
It is significant that the Arnot and Pinson (2005) study found that schools with previous 
experience of an ethnically diverse school population were better able to meet the needs of 
refugee students, and a more positive approach was promoted by previous contact with 
diversity. Reakes and Powell (2004) also found that having a multicultural school population 
helped schools integrate asylum seeker and refugee students. In other words, the complexity of 
needs seemed to be more effectively met through a diversity framing. In a situation where the 
school population is diverse, and the staff are experienced in teaching in such contexts, refugee 
students are more likely to feel welcome and at home. And if refugee students are able to 
participate within the school community, this will help them to make the transition to 
belonging in the broader community.  
 
Finally, Arnot and Pinson (2005, 64) comment on the value for everyone of a positive approach 
to education of asylum-seekers and refugees: 
 
The celebration of cultural diversity in a diverse globalised world and the moral 
values of caring and inclusivity are values which are at the heart of education. A 
positive approach towards strangers, in this case asylum-seeker and refugee children, 
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should be a central element in all children’s learning. In this context the asylum-
seeker and refugee child is a litmus test of the ethos of schools. In other words, 
school and LEA policy towards asylum-seeker and refugee pupils could be used to 
assess the broader issue of school and LEA approaches to cultural diversity.  
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